PLANNING FUTURE COUNTY ROAD SYSTEMS
JA MES

T. SABEL, County Road Engineer
McCracken County, Ky.

Assume that you have just been appointed county Road Engineer
in an average Kentucky county. Before accepting the appointment you
have reached an agreement with the Fiscal Court on all of the vital
policies that will enable you, under the Court's direction, to plan and
b egin the construction of a comprehensive road system for your county.
You have agreed that you will have· a unified Road D epartment
and that all personnel and operations will be under the direct supervision of the Engineer at all times. The Court has agreed to give un. biased consideration, free from the influence of sellish individuals or
presstll'e groups, to your recommendations on all road matters and you
will base all of your recommendations on data that are logical and
p ertinent to the orderly improvement and expansion of the County
Road System.
D espite the fact that all of your life you have heard the cry, "Get
our road building out of politics", you have not agreed to attempt any
such thing. You have not agreed to do this b ecause the very nature of
a D emocratic government makes it an impossible move. The very fact
that your Court members have b een elected to office, through participation in a political campaign, tags them as politicians and any
activities under their supervision will be considered politics by the
general public. You have agreed, however, that the road to success
in affairs politic is the same as the road to success in any business .
The man that d elivers the goods is the man that gets the prize. First
things must come :first and operations will begin where the need is
greatest and where the greater number of people -can be served.
Now that you have accepted your appointment the good old army
question arises: What do I do now? I suggest that you :first determine
just what you have to do with. Fiscal Court members and other
county officials can advise you as to the amount of money, county
owned equipm ent and other facilities available. You will be shocked
by the skimpiness of your asets but don't let this discourage you. Who
knows, once you get used to it you may grow fond of a poor man's
ways. Your only other source of funds is the State Highway D epartment. The D epartment's Rural Highway and Rural Secondary funds
are available for direct aid on county road construction and mainte-
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nance. A get acquainted trip to the Department's District and central
offices will be well worth your while. Get acquainted with the District
Engineer and his staff, the Chief Engineer, the Commissioner, the
Rural Highway Commissioner, the Director of Rural Highways and
anybody else who happens to be around that may have something to
do with road construction and maintenance in your county. These
officials can be of great help to you and all that it tak~s to get this help
is your cooperation. On this get acquainted trip you should learn
about Department policies, funds available and how they may be used,
and the Department's plans for the future development of State and
Federal routes through your county.
'
Now that you know what you have to do with, the next move
should be the acquisition of an over-all picture and summary of what
is to be done. The preparation of a county wide road condition map
will be a long step toward getting this information. Ride all of your
roads and do a lot of looking and recording. Acquire also, from the
· State Highway Department, the latest Traffic Flow Map available.
With information now acquired you should be able to start some
constructive planning and the preparation of a budget.
On the road condition survey of your average county you have
found that you have an existing county road system of a varying degree
of serviceability. You found some good roads, poor roads and even
wagon trails. The alignment and grade on some of these roads are
satisfactory while on others changes will be planned for the future.
You foµnd a good many miles of roads however that are worthy of
maintenance , and in making out your budget maintenance of these
roads will get first consideration, just as maintenance will get first consideration in all of your future budgets. If you can't maintain what
you have there is no use building any more.
Rural Highway Ftmds and County Funds are available for maintenance. Budget these funds to cover year around maintenance. Maintenance is not a · seasonal operation. Defects in roads arid bri~ges
should be corrected as soon as they are detected. The old adage, "A
stitch in time, saves nine", applies invariably.
After maintenance is amply provided for, budgeting of remaining
funds for improvement , new construction and reconstruction can b egin.
Your ultimate goal will be the construction of an all weather road
to every reasonably located home and farm in the county. This is a
big order and cannot be accomplished this year or next, but it is my
firm conviction, with funds now available to our average county,
logical planning and persistent effort, this goal can be reached in the
not too distant future.
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In planning your construction program the :first question that
arises is "Where do we begin?" I suggest that you refer to your traffic
How map for the answer. The roads carrying the heaviest traffic deserve :first consideration. Even the most rabid self seeker cannot put
up much of an argument against this kind of reasoning.
For standards and speci:6cations as a guide in your improvement
and construction work I recommend that you adopt State Highway
Department standards and speci:6cations in toto. Current Highway
Department policy is to accept for maintenance any road built to
comply with their standards. Build and improve with the thought
that some day this road will be turned over to the State for maintenance; a happy event in the life of any County Road official.
Because of limited funds, surfaces and drainage structures constructed will be of the less costly types. Traffic bound surfacing will ,
be the rule for initial improvement and construction and will very
likely have to be maintained as such for many years. You will :find
that from an economic stand point it may never be feasible to construct
a higher type surface on a great many miles of your road system. Maintenance of traffic bound surfaces on light traveled roads is not as
costly as some people think. Hard surface, dust proof roads are very
desirable but for most of our roads this must be considered a luxury
that may be acquired some day in the future; after you are out of the
mud. Higher type surfaces for some of your roads may be given current consideration but a very few miles of this typ e construction can
wreck the average county budget. Beware, don't get too many highfalutin ideas. ·
Drainage structures are expensive and always a problem for county
road officials. Our average county will have still in existence a large
number of untreated timber drainage structures with a load carrying
capacity of about :five tons. A program for replacing these structures
with something more durable should be constantly carried on. However, so long as these structures remain in use an effort to maintain.
them in a reasonably safe condition must be made. An accurate situation survey should be made of each proposed drainage structure site
before the type and sizes of the new structure is decided upon. It will
be amazing the number of times you will :find that a fairly long timber
bridge can be replaced with a pipe or small culvert. A large number
of timber bridges have been built to :St the gully and not the drainage
area. For smaller structures, pipes and the various types of prefabricated arches can be used quite economically and satisfactorially.
I contend that batteries of pipes and creosoted timber structures have
their place in the construction of rural roads, however some Engineers
do not agree on this.
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!t would be impossible to list the equipm ent that om average
county should pmchase for road maintenance and construction use
because of the varying conditions of geologic formation , materials
available and other factors. However, the purchasing of equipment
should be given serious consideration . Maintenance equipment must
come Rrst but fortunately most maintenance equipment can also be
used on construction. Purchase only equipment that has a wide range
of use. The average county cannot afford equipment that has a very
limited use. For· example, suppose you have only a few miles of
bituminous surface to be maintained requiring the use of a bituminous
distributor only a few days out of each year. In this case it will be
found to be cheaper to rent than to own. Incidentally, the cheapest
way to acquire this specialized equipment is through your contract
with the Rural Highway Department. By all means don't tie up your
money in equipm ent you can't use. I know of one county that once
owned eight crawler type tractors and eight pull type graders and
nothing else. They couldn't build any roads but, oh, brother, could
they pull ditches.
To all of you officials who are charged with the duty of maintenance
and construction of rural roads I say that your position is one of great
importance to all of the people of our state. Your performance of your
duties can have its effect upon the every day life and even the standard
of living of large numbers of people. Even though your means are
limited I contend that thru careful, logical planning and perservering,
honest, impartial effort you can render these people the service they
deserve.

